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Jordan R. Bermudez: Fostering student success: Academic experiences of NCAA division I, 
power five football athlete-students 
(Under the direction of Dr. Erianne Weight) 
The purpose of this study was to explore the individual holistic experiences of black and 
white NCAA Division I, Power Five football players to understand how their socio-cultural-
academic background and campus resources impact their academic experiences. Using semi-
structured interviews and inductive content analysis, the goal of this study is to provide 
qualitative data about the experiences of this unique student population in order to make 
informed decisions about the academic and cultural environments these students could be placed 
in and if existing resources and procedures are mitigating or inducing issues that relate to student 
success. The research suggests that accessibility of policies and programs continues to be a major 
barrier to student success for athlete-students. Coaches, teammates, and family continue to be 
major influences in the success of athlete-students. Professors play an extensive role in the 
validation or alienation of athlete-students. A small classroom where students and professors can 
easily communicate and collaborate is preferred and creates positive impacts on the success of 
athlete-students. Athlete-students determine their success internally.  
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1.1 INTRODUCTION  
 Athlete academic achievement data is collected annually.  This data generally includes 
graduation rate, GPA, and APR. This data has a range of results. Some athletes outperform their 
non-athlete peers, others struggle to meet the average of students across their campus, and other 
populations consistently perform below their institutional averages (NCAA, 2018). Existing 
studies address variables that are within the athletes “sphere of influence” such as GPA, 
graduation rate, and motivation (Nichols, Lough, & Corkill, 2019) but few studies address the 
environment and cultural context surrounding the athlete experience in relation to their student 
success. This research aims to explore the individual holistic experiences of black and white 
NCAA Division I, Power Five football players to understand how their socio-cultural-academic 
background and campus resources impact their perspectives on their success as a student. The 
goal of this study is to provide qualitative data about the experiences of this unique student 
population so that informed decisions can be made about the academic and cultural environments 
these students could be placed in and if existing resources and procedures are mitigating or 
inducing issues that relate to student success. 
Previous research in this area has focused on specially admitted athletes, athletes who 
potentially are admitted to the university with an academic background significantly different 
from traditionally admitted students, but it has not focused on the perspective of the student and 
how they perceive and define their success, specifically those at the Division I, Power Five level 
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(Ingram & Huffman, 2017). Moreover, in many studies evaluating the success of athletes, the 
focus has been narrowly focused on academic achievement data such as graduation rates (Ingram 
& Huffman, 2017). Student success encompasses the holistic student environment which 
includes academic, student life, and developmental resources (Kenzie & Kuh, 2016). 
This study focuses on the experiences of football athletes and the academic and 
developmental resources for student success provided to them with the goal of better 
understanding the academic environment and cultural context surrounding them. Subsequently, 
we aim to evaluate whether differences in academic preparation, race, and length of time at an 
academic institution lead to different student success outcomes defined broadly to include 
“institutional efforts to help students smoothly transition to and make the most of their college 
and university experience” (Kenzie & Kuh, 2016, p. 3). These outcomes often involve themes of 
developing a sense of self and creating a sense of purpose, appreciation and acknowledgement of 
diverse perspectives, and engaging in both meaningful activities and relationships. 
Ultimately, the study aims to provide qualitative data about the experiences of these athletes 
in order to make informed decisions about the academic and cultural environments these students 
could be placed in and if existing resources and procedures are mitigating or inducing issues that 
relate to student success. The following chapters provide an overview of the literary foundation 
and theoretical framework including student success and equity-mindedness, academic support, 
and the athlete experience. 
1.2 STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research is to explore the individual holistic experiences of black and 
white NCAA Division I, Power Five football players to understand how their socio-cultural 
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academic background and campus resources impact their perspectives on their success as a 
student. 
1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
1. How do university experiences (e.g., academics, campus socialization, athletics) of 
Power Five football players differ based on the following independent variables: 
a. Race 
b. Academic preparedness (high school academic standing) 
c. Class standing (academic year) 
2. How do the university experiences of Power Five football players reflect an equity-
minded student success model? 
1.4 DEFINITION OF TERMS 
Student Success: Institutional efforts to help students smoothly transition to and make the 
most of their college and university experience. 
Equity Mindedness: A perspective emphasizing fostering success for all students through 
educational reform; it foregrounds the policies and practices contributing to differences in 
educational achievement. 
Graduation Success Rate: A comprehensive measurement of athlete graduation rates for 
athletes only primarily to adjust the Federal rate for transfer athletes who penalize the school if 
they leave that institution and graduate from another. 
Academic Progress Rate: A measurement used to hold institutions publicly accountable 
for their academic success or failure. 
Special Admit: Students who fail to meet institutional academic admissions standards, but 
are admitted based on other factors or abilities. 
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1.5 LIMITATIONS 
The study only focuses on a sample of the football athlete population at a singular Division I, 
Power Five university. 
 
1.6 ASSUMPTIONS  
The study assumes that the sample population will be diverse based on race, high school 
standing, and class standing. The study also assumes that subjects will be comfortable, honest, 















CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 STUDENT SUCCESS THEORY 
Defining student success in higher education is an ongoing process among researchers 
and practitioners.  Student success is defined variously based on purpose, audience and user. For 
the purposes of this study student success can broadly be defined as “institutional efforts to help 
students smoothly transition to and make the most of their college and university experience” 
(Kenzie & Kuh, 2016, p. 3). Within the most common models, student success is determined by 
graduation rate, grade point average (GPA), retention rate, and post-graduate job or graduate 
education placement. As it pertains to athletes, the academic progress rate (APR) is also used by 
the NCAA and its member institutions to determine student success.  
To understand and better serve a more diverse population of college students, there has 
been a major emphasis within higher education to reevaluate the ways in which students are 
deemed “successful,” during their collegiate career (Kenize & Kuh, 2016). For this purpose, 
student success should be determined through quantitative measures of successful matriculation 
and through “increased numbers of diverse student groups participating in high-quality 
educational experiences, earning high quality credentials (Kenzie & Kuh, 2016, p. 3).” Within 
this definition, student success can be determined by a myriad of models. Rendón (2006) 
emphasizes it is most important to consider the dimensions of difference students bring with 
them and that there is no singular model that can account for all aspects related to student 
success. From these ideas emerges a model for student success that accounts for a more holistic 
assessment of students and their experiences. 
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While each institution has its own set of stakeholders and perspectives that determine the 
student success model that is utilized, there are broad underlying principles that should be 
understood and apparent in the creation of these models. Kenzie and Kuh (2016) discuss nine 
propositions that are shared by researchers of student success and should be understood in a 
student success model: 
1. The process of student success begins long before postsecondary education. 
2. Engaging students in educational experiences that provide them with proficiencies 
for work and life are equally as important as completion to student success. 
3. A student’s entire community, both at home and on campus, especially supportive 
relationships with faculty, staff, and peers, influences student success. 
4. Certain educational practices such as, setting high expectations, prompt feedback, 
and respect for and experience with diversity, seem to be related to desired 
outcomes. 
5. An institution’s total learning environment matters. This includes both context 
and culture. 
6. “The notion that when students succeed it is due to institutional policies and 
practices but when students do not persist it is because of something the student 
did or did not do lacks empirical support and must be questioned (p. 17).”  
7. Precursors to differences in student success rates must be understood and 
addressed. 
8. To foster equitable outcomes, policies, programs, and practices should be both 
based in empirical evidence and implemented well.  
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9. The realities of students and issues that threaten persistence must be addressed to 
increase the number of students who achieve a postsecondary education. 
When models are based in these propositions, there is a more comprehensive understanding of 
the ways in which practitioners can promote student success (Perna & Thomas, 2006) 
Student success varies across different groups. Factors such as race, gender, socio-
economic status, family and peer support, and academic preparedness all influence the success of 
a student (Kuh, et. al., 2006). Often there is a lack of attention given to the multitude of factors 
that influence student success outcomes. According to Perna and Thomas (2006), policies and 
practices “must acknowledge the limitations on success that may be imposed by a student’s 
context (p. 4).” Though a policy may be available to a student, it does not guarantee that the 
policy is effective; one must consider the layers of context that inform a student’s understanding 
and encourage or limit participation in the policy in the evaluating its effectiveness (Perna & 
Thomas, 2006). It is incumbent upon policymakers and practitioners to approach student success 
from an equity-mindedness lens. 
Equity-mindedness “is a perspective emphasizing fostering success for all students 
through educational reform; it foregrounds the policies and practices contributing to differences 
in educational achievement (Kuh & Kenzie, 2016, p. 5).” Additionally, an equity-minded 
approach does not blame students for accumulated disparities (Bensimon, Dowd & Whitman, 
2016). Equity-mindedness relates directly to Kenzie and Kuh’s eighth proposition: To foster 
equitable outcomes, policies, programs, and practices should be both based in empirical evidence 
and implemented well. There are three principles that are vital to this proposition: 
1. Differences in how students learn must be accommodated. 
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2. Evaluations on the relevance and effectiveness of practices must be continual and 
utilize the practices of disaggregating data and questioning assumptions. 
3. Campus educators must be provided training to encourage equity-mindedness, 
awareness of the exclusionary practices and racism in higher education, and the 
role of power imbalances in outcomes 
Research has shown that when policies and programs are intentionally developed and 
implemented systematically and equitably the success rates of students can increase (Kenzie & 
Kuh, 2016). 
In learning to address the gaps that exist between differing groups of students, especially 
underserved students, there must be a greater focus on the structural inequity that exist within 
academic institutions, beginning with an understanding of the congruency that exist between 
higher education and middle and upper class socioeconomic status (Laura, 2006). The lack of 
congruency that exist for underserved students in turn causes many students to experience 
cultural incongruity (Laura, 2006). This cultural incongruity manifests in many forms including 
alienation, marginalization, stereotyping, and discrimination (Laura, 2006). Each of these issues 
creates transitional barriers in integrating a student into a collegiate setting.  
According to Holland’s Theory, individuals prefer to be around others with similar 
personalities, values, abilities, and interests (Laura, 2006). The tendency for institutions to lack 
culturally aware or trained faculty, causes many underserved students to not feel validated or as 
if they have role models within their environment. This can lead students to rely on family or 
peers to find support within their environment. An environment of academic incongruity is then 
created when students are unable to fully function within an academic environment due the 
environments congruity to Eurocentrism (Laura, 2006). A 2004 study by Wynetta Lee found that 
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“African American culture is often counter to the values of academic culture” (Laura, 2006, p.5). 
When an entire culture is deemed counter to the values of academic culture, an environment of 
incongruity is both created and reinforced for this group of students. There must be a means to 
make an environment more congruent for these students. 
Creating congruency between students and their environment is often seen in forms of 
assimilation, through involvement and engagement, but what must first occur is validation. 
Students cannot ask for help when they do not know what exists. Through validating students, 
the assumption that students can form connections on their own is removed. By validating 
students faculty and staff are pushed to take a greater initiative in reaching out to students to 
assist them based on their own realities, to foster a student’s belief in their own self, and create 
positive experiences (Laura, 2006). Institutions and practitioners must work to question the 
student less and the policy and environment more. 
Though defining student success is an ongoing process within higher education, to serve 
a diverse population of students, practitioners must continue to expand the definition to 
encompass a more holistic assessment of the student experience. Nine underlying propositions 
can assist in establishing a more comprehensive framework for student success for an institution. 
Moreover, to make these practices equity-minded a myriad of factors, that differ across students, 
must be validated to address the incongruency students may face between themselves and the 
higher education environment. Evaluation, questioning of assumptions, and empirically based 





2.2 ACADEMIC SUPPORT 
For over 100 years, athletic administrators have dealt with the concerns of academic 
integrity, success, and the probability of graduation as it pertains to athletes. Inquiry by both 
external and internal entities about graduation rates of athletes has continued through the years. 
In the early 1980s, a movement for more accountability and public transparency as it pertains to 
student-athlete academic success began after a large number of academic scandals and 
controversies involving athletes over perceived academic preparation and graduation rates drew 
questions from the media and government about the relationship between academics and 
athletics (Ridpath, 2010). The Federal graduation reporting statue provided the NCAA with the 
opportunity to publicly indicate student-athlete academic success, through tracking and 
compiling data on graduation rates. Through tracking and compiling this data, the NCAA has 
been able to determine the academic success or failure of its member institutions (Ridpath, 
2010). 
Though many believed the renewed emphasis on the academics would push athletic 
departments to focus less on winning and revenue generation, for many the lure of winning and 
positive exposure for the university remained at the forefront of their priorities. The idea of 
athletics being the “front porch” of the university pushed many to continue a “win at all costs” 
mindset, to make sure the image that was seen outwardly would remain a positive one. A clash 
persisted between academic integrity and athletic motivation, thus creating a dichotomous 
environment for athletes that can be either good or bad for a student (Ridpath, 2010). Regardless 
of anything else, an athlete must remain academically eligible in order to compete. 
During the 1990s having academic advisors for athletes became the norm. Today, almost 
every NCAA Division I institution provides some form of academic support services for their 
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athletes, which can include an array of advisors, tutors, learning specialists, and professional 
development service to help athletes learn how to balance the demands of academics and 
athletics. Athletes are a diverse special population who need additional support to maintain the 
demands of their schedules due to their atypical lifestyle, roles on campus, and other special 
needs (Ridpath, 2010). Some believe that these students “face a unique set of challenges that 
they are not ready to meet without assistance (Ridpath, 2010, p. 258.)”  The standards for 
competitive eligibility set by the NCAA are a major factor in the need for academic support for 
this population of students. 
2.2.1 GRADUATION RATES 
Graduation rates have remained a constant challenge to intercollegiate athletics. Over 
time the means by which they are measured has evolved in order to address concerns of both 
athletic and academic entities. Since 1991, the NCAA has reported that the graduation rates of 
athletes are higher than those of the student body (Ridpath, 2010). Though it is important to 
recognize this accomplishment, it must also be noted that between 1990-2010 42% of athletes 
did not graduate from college (Ridpath, 2010).  
Currently, the NCAA measures academic success by Graduation Success Rate, GSR, and 
Academic Progress Rate, APR. GSR has been utilized by the NCAA as an additional 
“comprehensive measurement of athlete graduation rates for athletes only… primarily to adjust 
the Federal rate for transfer athletes who actually penalize the school if they leave that institution 
and graduate from another (Ridpath, 2010, p. 256; Eckard, 2010; NCAA, 2009-10).” APR is a 
measurement used to hold institutions publicly accountable for their academic success or failure. 
APR is measured on a scale of 1,000 in which teams are awarded two points for each athlete 
receiving athletically related financial aid that is retained at the institution and remains 
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academically eligible for competition. The team is awarded one point if only one of the criteria is 
met, and zero points if neither criterion is met. The number of points is then divided by the total 
points possible a team could have earned and multiplied by 1,000 for the final score. A team’s 
four-year APR is used for accountability as well. The hallmark of the APR concept is the system 
of institutional sanctions that is utilized for non-compliance (Ridpath, 2010). Two levels of 
penalties can be triggered. Sanctions can include reduction of athletic activity hours, competition 
reductions, and post-season bans. 
Though tools such as GSR and APR provide mechanisms of public accountability for 
institutions, the high stakes of achieving athletic success and academic eligibility has caused 
issues of clustering athletes into specific majors, encouraging them to enroll in specific academic 
programs, and the need for both extensive and expensive academic support services. 
2.2.2 ACADEMIC SUPPORT SERVICES 
Academic support services for athletes have been met with mixed reviews. Though 
thought by many to be a necessary service for this special population, due to the time constraints 
both academic and athletic schedules place on them, many critics believe that the need for 
academic support services proves that these students would not succeed at or graduate from the 
given academic institution if these “inordinate” number of services did not exist (Ridpath, 2010, 
p. 259). Many question why so much money is spent on these resources for this specific 
population, when for other students it is “matter of course” to find tools and learn how to 
navigate the academic setting of an institution (Ridpath, 2010, p. 259). These services 
continually separate athletes from the rest of the student body.  
Additionally, the integrity of the services is called into question due to the direct 
connections academic support staff members have with coaches and athletic administrators. 
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Many feel athletic administrators could be pressuring academic support staff members into 
breaking or bending rules to maintain the athlete’s eligibility and prevent their own job loss. 
Moreover, critics argue that although on the surface academic support appears bolster graduation 
rates and academic success for athletes it has led many institutions to cluster their athletes into 
“athlete friendly majors” (Ridpath, 2010, p. 256). This in turn has pressured academic support 
services into being more focused on maintaining eligibility rather than helping athletes grow, and 
providing them with providing a full academic experience and opportunity to pursue their own 
educational goals (Ridpath, 2010). The viability of an athletic program is continually seen as 
more important than an athlete’s success and growth as an individual. 
Proponents of academic support services for athletes continually cite them as one of the 
reasons for increased graduation rates for Division I athletes since 1991 (Ridpath, 2010, p. 259). 
In surveys done by the NCAA and in their official stance, increased eligibility standards as well 
as athletes being closely watched by their academic support services are attributed to the 
increased graduation rates by athletes (Ridpath, 2010). Additionally, these special academic 
services are provided to all students throughout an academic institution. The major difference is 
the concentration of these services within athletic academic services (Ridpath, 2010). For other 
students, these services are probably not concentrated in the same office or area of campus. 
Research on academic support services has yielded a myriad of results. Hollis (2001) 
conducted a study on the relationship between athlete graduation rates and the administrative 
support, budget, staff, or space. The study found that there was “no significant relationship 
between student-athlete graduation rates and the administrative support, budget, staff, or space 
(Hollis, 2001, p. 276).” Rather an inverse relationship between services offered and graduation 
rates were found. The more services that were offered, the lower the graduation rate was. 
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Football, men’s basketball, women’s basketball, men’s track, and women’s track were seen as at-
risk sports based on the findings of this study (Hollis, 2001). 
Ridpath (2010) conducted research on the Division I athletes’ motivational perception of 
the need and usefulness of academic support services. In this study Ridpath found that 
overwhelmingly ethnic minorities perceived that academic services are needed to persist while 
being a competitive athlete and to graduate and that minorities used these services at much 
higher rates than their white counterparts. Subsequently, regardless of ethnicity, males utilized at 
a greater rate than females. Minority males felt the most need to have these services to remain 
eligible, but also recognized the individual onus to succeed academically. Like Hollis’ 2001 
study, football, men’s basketball, and to a growing extent women’s basketball were identified as 
sports where athletes use academic support services most to remain academically eligible and 
graduate (Ridpath, 2010). Additionally, the study found that coaches have the single most 
influence on the academic success of an athlete. Moreover, the role of parents/guardians and 
personal goals were just as important as academic support services provided. Many athletes 
made comments about the importance of individual motivation and the individual desire to 
succeed academically and athletically (Ridpath, 2010). 
In 2003, Gaston-Gayles conducted research on institutions who had the highest 
graduation rates of NCAA D-IA members. Six themes emerged in understanding the perceived 
factors that contribute to higher athlete graduation rates:  
1. Reporting Lines: Most schools reported directly to academic affairs or to both 
academic affairs and athletics.  
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2. Institutional Size and Affiliation: In smaller schools, it was easier for the school to 
work closely with students. Students had more interactions with faculty, and it was 
easier for faculty to communicate with the staff and student. 
3. Admissions Procedures: These schools did not admit students who were unlikely to 
be successful academically. They did not believe that pouring money into a student 
and providing them services would ensure academic success.  
4. Institutional Support and Culture: These schools had a campus community which 
garnered support of athletics from both faculty and administrators. Additionally, some 
schools allowed the faculty to evaluate the support services to increase effectiveness. 
5. Athletic Department Support: These schools had coaches and athletic administrators 
who were supportive of academic services and on the same accord. Not only did it 
retain current students, but improved coaching staff retention and recruitment of 
students. 
6. Intentional Advising: These schools focused on providing the most support for first-
year and sophomore students, then gradually less as students approach their junior 
and senior year. The focus for advising was not remaining eligible, but rather 
graduating.  
There was no specific support service, such as tutoring or learning specialists, deemed necessary 
for high graduation rates to be achieve (Gaston-Gayles, 2003). 
These studies provide vital information on the subset of athletes who utilize academic 
services the most and the components of support services that have afforded certain institutions 
to continually achieve high graduation rates. Furthermore, they suggest the need for future 
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research to examine the role of the admissions process, high school preparation, and other 
environmental factors of the athlete experience on the academic success of athletes. 
2.3 THE ATHLETE EXPERIENCE 
 The Division I athlete experience is extremely unique. Athletes must deal with the 
continual battle of balancing both their academic and athletic schedules. There is a constant 
spotlight on each of these athletes by the media, peers, and faculty. Any and everything their 
athletes do may be attributed to their status as an athlete and the dominance of the sport which 
they play. Two major issues that impact today’s athlete experience are specially admitted athletes 
and stereotyping. These issues represent environmental factors that can impact the academic 
success of an athlete. 
2.3.1 SPECIAL ADMISSIONS 
 Universities bear the burden of who is admitted to an academic institution. It is an 
academic institutions responsibility to admit students who have a reasonable chance of 
matriculating to graduation (Ridpath, 2010). An institution may admit any student it chooses 
based on its admissions standards. A student is only required to meet the NCAA eligibility 
requirements should they choose to participate in intercollegiate athletics. Just because a student 
meets the NCAA eligibility requirements does not mean an institution must admit them 
(Dressler, 2014). The specific criteria for special admission vary by institution, in general it 
refers students who fail to meet institutional academic admissions standards but are admitted 
based on other factors or abilities. Athletes are not the only populations of students who are 
specially admitted (Dressler, 2014). Specially admitted athletes are often viewed as grossly 
unprepared and high risk for the academic rigor of an institution, but it is important to note that 
there are varying levels of “unpreparedness” among specially admitted students. The role of 
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special admissions in intercollegiate athletics is highly debated as it pertains to the academic 
success of athletes and the support services that should be provided to this population.  
Studies suggest that “men’s basketball and football players were six times more likely to 
receive special admission over other students (Dressler, 2014, p. 20; Phillips, 2009).” 
Additionally, “men’s basketball and football are typically the two sports that have the most 
special admits per roster due to their high profile nature (Dressler, 2014, p. 20).” The high 
number of specially admitted athletes causes concern due to the strenuous nature of an academic 
institution for even an academically gifted student trying to balance the academic and athletic 
requirements of an athlete. The minimum standards an athlete must meet to remain eligible for 
competition is an additional demand that must be balanced. Adding the factor of being 
academically underprepared could cause an even greater burden on an athlete than both their 
athlete and nonathlete peers (Dressler, 2014). 
 The need to remain eligible could cause specially admitted athletes to be clustered into 
specific majors that may be more athlete friendly (Ridpath, 2010). Though there are many 
critiques of the special admissions process, proponents cite the fact that the process provides an 
educational opportunity to athletes who may not otherwise have the opportunity. Factors such as 
high school to college transition and overall athletic experience are just as influential if not more 
than SAT scores and high school GPA (Dressler, 2014). 
2.3.2 STEREOTYPING 
 In examining the holistic student success of athletes, it is important to acknowledge the 
environmental factors that contribute or detract from their experience. Stereotyping is a major 
stigma that varsity athletes must deal with. These students are perceived by both peers and 
faculty as athletes first in many scenarios. Education is often seen as a secondary role. The 
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competence of these students are often questioned and athletes are characterized as being of “low 
intelligence, little academic motivation, and recipient of undeserved benefits and privileges” 
(Simons, Bosworth, Fujita, & Jensen, 2007, p. 251). There is no data to suggest these findings 
are true.  
In addition to the stereotypes of athletes, the race of an athlete may cause them to 
experience the additive effects of a second stereotype with regards to athletic superiority. One’s 
status as a minority could increase the salience of athletic prowess as part of their identity while 
undermining the importance of academic achievement (Fuller, Harrison, & Bukstein, 2016). 
In 2017, Griffin found that the dumb jock stereotype held by nonathlete peers and faculty 
can manifest in athletes and cause them to underperform in classroom settings. An even more 
serious issue is the fact that these stereotypes may become internalized by athletes and contribute 
to negative self-concepts (Fuller, Harrison, & Bukstein, 2016). 
Simons et. al (2007) found that “the majority of Division I-A athletes heard negative 
comments or remarks from faculty about athletes in class, with athletes in revenue sports 
reporting hearing such comments more frequently compared to non-revenue athletes” (p.#). In 
further examining the remarks and attitudes of faculty Comeaux (2010) examined whether the 
attitudes of faculty members toward student-athletes differed as a result of faculty’s race, gender, 
and college affiliation. Comeaux found that non-Black faculty were more likely to report athletes 
were admitted with lower scores and less likely to receive an “A” in their class than their 
nonathlete peers. Female faculty rated the preparation and performance of athletes more 
favorably than male faculty.  
 The stigma attached to athletes creates an “us” versus “them” mentality within nonathlete 
peers and faculty that can force athletes to feel disconnected from the campus community and 
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contribute to alienation outside of athletic venues (Simons et. al, 2007) A sense of belonging and 
congruency to the academic environment is vital to the overall success of any student in the 
higher education setting. 
 
2.4 SIGNIFICANCE 
This study provides vital information on the relationship between the academic and 
developmental resources the university provides to athletes and the athletes perception of their 
success. 
Ultimately, the study aims to provide qualitative data about the experiences of these 
athletes in order to make informed decisions about the academic and cultural environments these 
students could be placed in and if existing resources and procedures are mitigating or inducing 




























 To understand the academic experiences of athletes, semi-structured interviews with 
athletes from a singular sport were conducted. All athletes were from the football team at 
Southeast U, a Division I, Power Five university in the southeastern United States. Table 1 lists 
the participant’s pseudonym, year, race, high school GPA, and test scores. The participant’s year 
is based on the football roster for the 2020 season. High school GPA and test scores were self-
reported by the participants. 
Sampling from a singular sport, football, provided the researcher with a variety of 
academic and racial backgrounds while also controlling for gender and differences in 
experiences based on sport. Sampling from the Southeast U football team provided a diverse 
participant set. As of 2019 at Division I FBS Autonomy institutions 37% of football players were 
white, 46% were black, and 17% identified as other (NCAA, 2020). Additionally, “men’s 
basketball and football are typically the two sports that have the most special admits per roster 
due to their high profile nature” (Dressler, 2014, p. 20). The study was approved by the 
researchers’ Institutional Review Board and, for the sake of transparency and easier 
dissemination of recruitment materials, the Southeast U Athletic Department. 
Southeast U’s 2020 football roster included 112 athletes. Using purposive sampling, the 
researcher contacted 27 members of the roster (24%) by email to participate in the study. 
Participants were contacted based upon their perceived race and potential awareness of the study, 
in an effort to have an equal sample of white and black participants as well as a high response 
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rate.  Interviews were conducted by a singular researcher. 7 were conducted through Zoom and 3 
through phone calls during March of 2021. Interviews took between 15-50 minutes and questions 
proceeded in 18 parts. The interview guide is located in Appendix 1. 
The use of open-ended questions allowed for a wide variety of responses about success, 
race, stereotyping, barriers, and the athlete’s social, cultural, and academic environments. The 
researcher recorded and then transcribed the interviews. 
 
3.2 DATA ANALYSIS 
 
The researcher transcribed each interview within 24 hours of conducting it. Inductive 
content analysis was utilized to analyze the data. Content analysis is utilized in order to “attain a 
condensed and broad description of the phenomenon” (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p.108). The 
outcome of the analysis then creates categories or themes that explain the phenomenon (Elo & 
Kyngäs, 2008). There are two types of content analysis, inductive and deductive. Within each of 
these types of content analysis there is no standardized process for how the analysis will proceed. 
Each analysis is based on the distinct set of data that is being analyzed (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 
This study utilized inductive content analysis because there is limited previous operationalized 
knowledge on the subject matter. There are three main phases of inductive content analysis: 
preparation, organizing, and reporting.  
The preparation phase consist of first deciding what unit is being analyzed (Elo & 
Kyngäs, 2008). In this study, the answers to each interview question were considered units of 
analysis. Each interview transcript was read individually three times to identify themes.  
After reading through each unit of analysis, the organization phase began. The 
organization phase consisted of abstraction. The abstraction process consist of generating a 
general description of the research topic by generating themes (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Subthemes 
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are merged into general themes and then into main themes. The abstraction process can vary 
based on how many merges of themes are deemed necessary by the researcher. Within this study 
two to three theme merges occurred, depending on the unit of analysis. The identified theme 
from each individual unit of analysis created subthemes. The identified subthemes were 
compared across transcripts to identify patterns across the collected data. Based on the identified 
patterns, main themes were created utilizing the merging system. 
The final phase of inductive content analysis is reporting. Reporting requires the 
researcher to share the main themes that have been derived from the comparison of the units of 
analysis. In order to increase trustworthiness, it is suggested to share as much detail as possible 
when reporting the themes to show that defensible inferences have been made (Elo & Kyngäs, 
2008). Quotes and descriptions have been provided in this research in order to provide further 













CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
4.1 PARTICIPANTS  
 Of the 27 athletes that were contacted, 11 out of 27 (41%) responded to the inquiry. Of 
the 11 that responded, 10 out of 11 (91%) agreed to participate, while 1 out of 11 (9%) choose 
not to participate.  A total of n=10 subjects participated in the study. Of those who participated, 
(50%) self-identified as white, (40%) self-identified as black, and (10%) self-identified as 
multiracial, both white and black. The participant’s class years were as determined by Southeast 
U’s 2020 football roster. 2 were freshmen, 2 were redshirt-freshmen, 3 were sophomores, 1 was 
a junior, 1 was a senior, and 1 was a graduate student. 
 Participants were asked to begin the interview by describing their background and 
experiences in school prior to attending Southeast U. Participants provided background on 
family make-up, the role of sports in their lives, and where they were from. When asked to 
describe themselves as students, a range of descriptions emerged. Some participants described 
themselves as hardworking honors students. In describing himself, Harrison stated, “I am a better 
student than an athlete.” Other participants said they did well in school but were not very 
interested. Kevin stated, “I probably did the bare minimum and probably put in the least effort 
possible with that.” Participants were also asked to self-report their high school GPA and test 
scores, based on their high school standing and the profile for the middle (50%) of admitted 
students at Southeast U a relative academic preparedness was determined for each participant. 
Those below the middle (50%) were considered below. Those within the middle (50%) were 
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considered average. Those above the middle (50%) were considered above. Table 1 list the 
participants based on pseudonym, race, class standing, and academic preparedness. 
Table 1 
Demographic information 
Pseudonym Class Standing Race Academic Preparedness 
James Graduate White Below 
Alex Sophomore White Below 
Dantae Senior White Below 
Harrison Freshman Black Above 
Michael Redshirt Freshman Black Below 
Kevin Sophomore White Below 
Jason Junior Multiracial Below 
Cedric Sophomore White Average 
Will Freshman Black Below 
Aaron Redshirt Freshman Black Below 
 
4.2 COMMITTING TO SCHOOL 
 Participants were asked to describe their recruitment process and what factors influenced 
their decision to commit to Southeast U. Three major themes emerged: family, coaching staff, 
and high-quality academics and athletics.  
 The theme of family included the proximity of the school to their family, the level of 
comfort their family had with the accommodations the school provides, and whether or not a 
family member had attended Southeast U. James stated “…it's less than four and a half hours 
from home. I love being around my family, so it was easy for them to come up…that was kind of 
what what led me to Southeast U.” 
 The theme of coaching staff included the quality and success of the coaching staff, the 
relationships the coaching staff built with the athlete and their parents during the recruitment 
process, and the atmosphere the coaching staff created within the team. Kevin stated “Definitely 
with coach…I knew it'd be a great fit for me and be a part of the change to turn this program 
around…” 
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 The theme of high-quality academics and athletics surrounded the idea of Southeast U 
providing “the best of both worlds,” the ability to be successful on and off the field, and potential 
for academic scholarships. Dantae stated “I just felt like it was the best place for me that I'd be 
able to be successful on the field and off the field.” 
4.3 MEASURING SUCCESS 
 When asked “How do you measure your success?” The prevailing theme was that success 
is not an external measurement defined by others, success is continually striving toward your 
goals, improving, and working hard regardless of the external outcome. Aaron described 
measuring success as “I would say, I ask myself, did I do what I needed to do today, you know, 
to reach that goal? and if the answer is no then that wasn't a success.” Success was also described 
as helping and leaving an impact on others. Michael described this in saying “I grade success as 
not being how much money you have in the bank or how many buildings you've been able to put 
up… you can become a millionaire and not impact a single person.” 
4.4 BARRIERS TO SUCCESS 
 Participants were asked to describe barriers to their success that have emerged since 
attending Southeast U. Five major themes emerged: time management, academic rigor, 
competition, coaching staff, and not experiencing any barriers.  
 Time management encompassed the need to balance being a student, athlete, and having 
a social life in ways that were not necessary prior to attending Southeast U. James described this 
as “…so kind of relearning to to manage time well. I think I've done that well in the past and I 
think it was just another learning curve, if you will, here.”  
Academic rigor encompassed the need to seek resources in order to succeed 
academically, due to being overwhelmed or underprepared for Southeast U’s curriculum. Jason 
 26 
discussed this saying “Probably not having the resources in school and stuff coming from a small 
town.” 
Competition encompassed having to consistently deal with competition for playing time, 
as well as battling injuries. In discussing his battle with injuries, one participant stated “I have 
been injured for three years now and not just one injury… so for me that's been one of the 
biggest impediments because… athletically I have not been able to keep up to my side of the 
contract basically.” 
Coaching staff encompassed the decisions the coaching staff makes and changes in 
coaching staff while at Southeast U. Cedric discussed having a coaching staff change “The 
athletic department made a coaching change…So every coach that I had established a 
relationship with in my first season was gone within just one text message we got over break. So 
that was kind of a challenge at first.” 
Not experiencing barriers encompassed the idea that in their time at Southeast U, the 
participant felt as if they had not experienced any barriers to their success. Harrison said “There's 
no like barriers at the moment because it's still freshman year…” 
4.5 OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO SUCCESS  
As a follow-up question, the researcher asked the participants, who experienced barriers, 
to describe what helped them overcome these barriers. Three major themes emerged: people, 
mindset, and faith. 
 The people theme emerged most often among the participants. Seven of the eight 
participants that stated they faced a barrier cited people as a means to overcome the barrier. 
People largely included having the support of coaches and teammates, but also support staff, 
professors, and family. One participant stated, “I think having good teammates.” While another 
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stated “Coach is kind of like having another granddad and you don't really want to let him down, 
so just kind of work that extra bit harder.” 
Mindset encompassed acknowledging how situations made the participant feel and being 
able to continue to stay focused in the face of adversity. In describing the theme of mindset, 
Dantae stated, “I feel like just keeping a really sound mindset and like being aware of how you're 
feeling and being able to acknowledge like the feelings that you got…if your mindsets not in the 
right place, you gotta be able to correct that.” 
 Faith encompassed the participant using religion to overcome barriers. Michael 
discussed this in detail stating “Number one…my faith…I just have faith that if the going is 
tough then, it's tough for a reason…with all the impediments, I just feel like I'm facing it for a 
reason and I try to learn something from it…” 
4.6 ROLE OF IDENTITIES 
 Participants discussed the impact of their race on their experience at Southeast U. Three 
of the white participants discussed the experience of being in the minority on the football team 
and how the diversity of the team taught them the importance of needing to listen and educate 
themselves on different cultures. Additionally, they believed it was their responsibility to use 
their platform as an athlete to draw attention to issues and support their teammates. One black 
participant felt as if far too often people assumed all black students had the same experiences. 
One black participant described not feeling like there were any black students at Southeast U that 
were not athletes. Two participants, one white and one black discussed the idea that they did not 
feel their race impacted their experience, but rather their status as an athlete did. Three 
participants, one white, one black, and one multiracial, did not feel their race impacted their 
 28 
experiences at Southeast U; two of which cited being a freshman during the COVID-19 
pandemic disruption of in-person campus life.  
 In addition to discussing the impact of race, the researcher asked the participants to 
discuss any other identities they held that they felt impacted their experiences at Southeast U. 
The following identities emerged as themes: religion, athlete status, being an international 
student, and socio-economic status.  
4.7 STEREOTYPING 
 (90%) of the participants said they had experienced stereotyping. Participants said that 
they were stereotyped by professors/teachers, other students, and white people. Participants 
mentioned being stereotyped by professors/teachers in primary, secondary, and higher education 
school environments. Stereotyping was related to the participants race, athlete status, and 
international student status.  
In discussing stereotypes by professors and teachers due to athlete status one participant stated: 
“My teachers before class even started, this happened twice, they'll email me basically 
telling me that my athlete status isn't going to get me through the class and, that I'm 
required to do everything all the other students are doing. Before the class even starts, 
before I've even did anything.”  
Another participant stated: 
“I've had situations where I had to miss class because of a medical emergency, and I had 
missed an assignment. I had emailed the teacher and I actually had an academic advisor 
email the professor as well letting him know like what happened… she emailed me back 
saying I don't know if you think that because you're an athlete, I'm supposed to be giving 
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you some kind of treatment… that’s definitely not what it is, like I've definitely felt the 
stigma.” 
When discussing being stereotyped by other students one participant described his 
feelings toward other students thinking athletes are just at school to play sports “…it's not just 
professors, it's also students… if they want to stand back and not kind of want to interact with 
athletes I think it's an easy stereotype to kind of give.” 
 In relation to being stereotyped by race or international student status a participant 
discussed being stereotyped by a primary education teacher stating: 
“I been stereotyped by like the white teacher, especially when it came to a white girl…I 
remember one time this girl said I was cheating on her, cheating like cheating on a test 
off of her, and I wasn't. The teacher made me apologize. She didn't even look into it, she 
just made me apologize, so I told my mom…I remember her coming up to the school 
because the teacher was stereotyping me like oh I'm black, I need the white girl to pass 
the class…” 
In discussing being stereotyped for his international student status a participant stated “I'd say it's 
more so white people. Like because I'm pretty much around the football team 24/7… because of 
COVID and everything, but last last year it was really just like white people… than any other, 
ethnicity…” 
The (10%) of participants who did not feel they had experienced stereotyping stated, “I 
would say no. I think that kind of comes along with being white right now.” 
4.8 ENVIRONMENT 
 Participants were asked a series of question regarding the environments that surround 
them. Through a series of six questions participants were asked to use one word to describe the 
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positive aspects and one word to describe the negative aspects of their academic environment, 
social environment, and cultural environment. Tables 2-7 provide the words and counts for each 
of these questions. 
When asked what Southeast U could do better, three major themes emerged: professors, 
parking, and programming. Athletes described professors as lacking interest in the athlete outside 
of the academic classroom, as well as a lack of openness and receptivity to having athletes in 
their class, and an unwillingness to provide accommodations to these students. Kevin described 
this stating, “…they are just not as open minded as they are about athletes…I think they can just 
do a better job of giving every kid the chance to make their own impression.” Parking was 
characterized as unavailable and not affordable, but necessary to meet the demands of their 
schedules. Programming centered around lack of accessibility in finding resources especially 
when a student needs assistance acclimating. Participants acknowledged resources were there, 
but they were not easy to find and not highly visible. Participants suggested providing increased 
careers services and emotional support programs for athletes, as well as offering a class to where 
students can be introduced to resources on campus and get help. Jason stated, “I think they have 
the resources for that, but they just make it a little complicated to find it sometimes.” 
Participants were also asked to describe what Southeast U does well. Three major themes 
emerged: departmental resources, professors, and inclusion. Participants highlighted that within 
their academic majors’ resources were provided in the areas of career services, networking, and 
mentoring. These resources were beneficial to their long-term goals and acknowledge most of 
their teammates did not benefit from these resources. Inclusion encompassed the fact participants 
felt safe on campus and that the Southeast U athletic department did a good job of promoting all 
sport programs and letting athletes know about inclusion and mental health programs. Professors 
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highlighted that certain participants felt professors were incredibly helpful, understanding, and 
accommodating to the needs of athletes. Will noted that he felt the race of the professor could 
determine an athlete’s experience with them, “If you get a white professor, I mean it's gonna be 
up and down, but if you get a black professor, he's most definitely going to understand your 
situation…he’ll know you’re more than just an athlete.”  
 Participants were asked to talk specifically about their academic environment in two 
questions. First, they were asked to describe their ideal learning environment. (70%) of the 
participants responses supported the theme of a small classroom size, where there is 
collaborative engagement between students and the professor as their ideal learning environment. 
Michael described wanting the campus community to be a “symbiotic relationship,” stating, “So 
basically like more of like a symbiotic relationship where the vice chancellor can learn from a 
freshman and the head basketball coach can learn from a janitor.” (20%) of participants preferred 
being in a room alone as their ideal learning environment.  
 Participants were asked to rate their overall academic experience at Southeast U on a ten-
point scale, ten being the best. The mean, median, and mode rating was 7 (SD = 1.13). 
When asked to describe similarities between their home and college environments, two 
major themes emerged among responses: family/relationships and acceptance. Participants 
characterized the close-knit relationships that they built on campus as similar to their family 
where they felt they were safe, supported, and had a sense of tradition. Participants felt that 
college was open and accepting of many people just like their immediate family.  
Participants were also asked to describe differences between their home and college 
environment and the theme of lifestyle emerged. Participants felt college was a very different 
lifestyle of living compared to their home environments. Responses ranged from having more 
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freedom, how their time was spent, the pace of life, eating different food, and not being close 
with everyone.  
When asked if in retrospect they would still choose to attend Southeast U, (90%) of 
participants said yes, (10%) said maybe. In providing reasoning, participants discussed being in 
the best situation to be successful long term and learning through both good and bad situations. 
Participants also discussed having everything thing they needed with an emphasis on the 
connections they were able to make. Dantae stated, “I think that it's given me the best 
opportunity for myself to set myself up to be successful on and off the field, which is why I 
wanted to be here in the first place.” The one participant that said maybe cited Southeast U being 















CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
This study explored how the socio-cultural-academic background of, and the campus 
resources provided to black and white NCAA Division I, Power Five football players of various 
academic backgrounds impacted their perspectives on their success as students. The goal was to 
provide qualitative data about the experiences of these athlete-students in order to aid university 
administrators and athletic department staff in making informed decisions about the academic 
and cultural environments students could be placed in and if existing resources and procedures 
are mitigating or inducing issues that relate to student success. The study aimed to answer two 
research questions:  
1. How do university experiences of Power Five football players differ based on the 
following independent variables: 
a. Race 
b. Academic preparedness (high school academic standing) 
c. Class standing (academic year) 
2. How do university experiences of Power Five football players reflect an equity-
minded student success model? 
 
The data consisted of the 10 football athlete-student interviews at a singular, Division I, Power 
Five institution.  
5.1 IMPLICATIONS OF INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 
The study first sought to answer how the university experiences of Power Five football 
players differ based race, academic preparedness, and class standing. Themes were found to be 
related to race and class standing, but not academic preparedness. The following subsections will 
provide an implication for each independent variable. 
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5.1.1 RACE 
5.1.1.1 IMPACT ON EXPERIENCE. In examining the impact of race on the 
participants’ experiences, three out of the five (60%) of the white participants noted that being an 
athlete-student on a team where they were in the racial minority taught them the importance of 
needing to listen and educate themselves on different cultures. They felt that the diversity of the 
team was beneficial to their personal growth. Additionally, they cited it being their responsibility 
to use their platform as an athlete to draw attention to issues or injustice and support their 
teammates. This finding is not cited in the previous literature but could be potentially examined 
from the lens of these athlete-students being in the minority in this setting, although the impact 
was not negative. 
5.1.1.2 RACE AND STEREOTYPING. The data analysis revealed that (90%) of the 
participants said that they experienced stereotyping. The stereotyping was related to their race, 
nationality, or athlete status. The prevalence of the stereotyping due to athlete status often 
overshadowed the comments directly related to race, although in some cases it was clear that 
race and athlete status were interconnected. The stereotyping often left the participants feeling 
disheartened and disconnected from the academic side of campus, due to other people treating 
them as if they do not belong or do not care to be anything more than an athlete.  
Comments were most often made by professors and other students which align directly 
with previous research on this subject (Simons et. al, 2007). The stereotyping reveals a lack of 
awareness of the exclusionary practices in higher education (Kenzie & Kuh, 2016). Additionally, 
when describing where the participants would like to see the university improve, professors were 
a major theme. Participants described a lack of receptivity and openness by professors to having 
athlete-students in their classroom, as well as an unwillingness to make accommodations based 
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on the athlete-student’s needs. This reveals a lack of willingness to acknowledge and 
accommodate differences in learning.  
Looking across the theme, a lack of validation of the participants’ athlete status by 
professors was recognized. Most notably, a black participant made a note to point out that he felt 
like white professors could be either supportive or unsupportive, but that he felt black professors 
understood the accommodations he needed, especially as an athlete-student, and make efforts to 
be supportive of those needs. This comment can be supported by the idea that higher education is 
not culturally congruent to the black experience, but rather congruent with Eurocentrism (Laura, 
2006). Lack of cultural congruency, both based on race and socio-economic status contributes to 
the creation of transitional barriers that can impede student success. 
5.1.2 ACADEMIC PREPAREDNESS 
Though the study initially aimed to look into the academic backgrounds of the 
participants to determine the impact of their high school standing on their success, there was no 
evidence that supported the idea that having a better high school standing changed the 
transitional barriers that were faced while attending Southeast U. Barriers of time management 
and academic rigor were mentioned across race and academic preparedness.  
5.1.3 CLASS STANDING 
The majority of participants that felt they did not face barriers were freshman. These 
participants felt their limited time on campus and the impact of COVID-19 contributed to the 
lack of barriers they faced.   
5.2. IMPLICATIONS ON EQUITY-MINDED STUDENT SUCCESS 
The second question the study sought to answer was how the university experiences of 
Power Five football players reflect an equity-minded student success model. The data reveals a 
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lack of accessibility of resources, minimal use of academic support services to overcome 
barriers, and a need for a small learning environment. These main themes reveal an academic 
environment that runs counter to equity-minded student success, but a need from athlete-students 
for the environment to be more congruent with equity-minded student success.  
5.2.1 ACCESSIBILITY TO RESOURCES 
In examining the effectiveness of school policies and programs, athlete-students 
continually cited knowing resources were available to receive support but encountering a lack of 
accessibility or understanding on how to obtain the resources needed. This provides support to 
Perna and Thomas’ (2006) previous research which encourages administrators to understand that 
making a policy or program available to a student, does not make it effective. 
 Moreover, in examining student success in an equity-minded lens, the data reveals 
themes that are counter to the two vital principles of equity-minded student success:  
1. Differences in how students learn must be accommodated. 
2. Campus educators must be provided training to encourage equity-mindedness, 
awareness of the exclusionary practices and racism in higher education, and the 
role of power imbalances in outcomes. 
5.2.2 ROLE OF ACADEMIC SUPPORT SERVICES 
When discussing barriers to success and what helped the participants overcome them, 
coaching staff and teammates were the most commonly discussed tools utilized to overcome 
barriers. This finding is supported by both Ridpath’s 2010 study which found coaches to have the 
single most influence on the academic success of an athlete-student, as well as Laura’s 2006 
study which highlighted the tendency for underserved students to rely on peers to support them 
due to lack of validation by role models within their environment (Laura, 2006).  This can further 
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be extended to the recruitment process as both family and coaching staff were two major themes 
that emerged as to why participants chose to commit to Southeast U.  
In looking at the role of academic support services, it is important to note that only two 
participants mentioned the role of an academic advisor or tutor as a means to overcome barriers 
to their success. One of the participants was white, which runs counter to the previous literature 
that discussed the idea the minority males felt the most need to utilize academic support services 
(Ridpath, 2010).  Additionally, in discussing the role of his academic advisor in overcoming 
barriers, the participant described a process of support which directly aligned with intentional 
advising. Intentional advising is a major theme that contributes to higher athlete-student 
graduation rates (Gaston-Gayles, 2003).  
Furthermore, the data on the ideal learning environment for the participants (70%) of the 
participants preferred a small classroom size, where there is collaborative engagement between 
students and the professor. This idea is supported by another theme from Gaston-Gayles’ 2003 
study which found institutional size and affiliation to be a major theme that contributed to higher 
athlete-student graduation rates. Although the Gaston-Gayles’ theme directly relates to the 
overall size of the institution on a macro level, this research extends the theme to the micro level 
of class size as well. This finding supports why settings with an academic counselor or tutor 
could be helpful to athlete-students, as these are smaller, more personal, academic environments. 
5.2.3 ADDITIONAL THEMES RELATED TO STUDENT SUCCESS 
 Two themes emerged, that related to student success, but did not necessarily answer the 
research question posed. Rather these themes provide a framework to better understand the 
experience of the athlete-students. 
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When measuring success, athlete-students utilized internal goals and progress rather than 
external definitions. This supports previous literature, in the importance of the role of individual 
motivation and individual desire to succeed both academically and athletically (Ridpath, 2010). 
The data analysis also revealed a theme of distraction, when the participants discussed the 
negative and positive elements of their environment. This could be attributed to the athlete-
students’ continual battle of balancing both their academic and athletic schedules. This could 
also explain why parking was a major theme in examining what the university could do better 
(Weight et. al, 2020).  
5.4 CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, this study first sought to answer how the university experiences of Power 
Five football players differ based race, academic preparedness, and class standing. Themes were 
found to be related to race and class standing, but no themes were found to be related to 
academic preparedness. Next the study sought to answer how the university experiences of 
Power Five football players reflect an equity-minded student success model. The main themes 
reveal an academic environment that runs counter to equity-minded student success, but a need 
from athlete-students for the environment to be more congruent with equity-minded student 
success.  
Though many examinations of race and athletes center around the black athlete 
experience, in a sport like football where white athletes are in the minority, their experience can 
lead to transformative change and an appreciation for diverse perspectives.  
Professors play an extensive role in the validation or alienation of athlete-students 
creating both positive and negative impacts depending on their actions. A small classroom where 
students and professors can easily communicate and collaborate is preferred and can create 
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positive impacts on the success of athlete-students. Moreover, athlete-students determine their 
success internally, by goals they set and their progress toward those goals. External 
measurements such as GPA and graduation rates, were not a prevalent theme in measuring 
success. 
 Accessibility of policies and programs continues to be a major barrier to student success. 
Proper evaluation of policies and programs cannot take place unless resources are well-known 
and utilized. Coaches, teammates, and family continue to be major influences in the success of 
athlete-students in both motivational and support realms, including during the recruitment 
process.  
 Finally, though not a variable examined by this study, the athlete status of the participants 
was directly related to multiple themes including stereotyping, barriers, definitions of success, 
and academic environments. 
5.5 FUTURE RESEARCH 
Future research should be done to examine the role of athlete status on the perspective of 
athlete-students and student success. Additionally, future research could examine a university’s 
student success model in comparison to how athlete-students define success. The sample could 
be expanded to include multiple Power 5 institution football teams as well as FCS, Division II, or 
Division III schools as this was a limitation to this study. The research could also be extended to 
other sport programs. If possible, a comparison could be done to explore sport programs that 
have both a men’s and women’s team. Future research could be done to explore the role of 
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Dantae Senior White Below 
Harrison Fr Black Above 
Michael Redshirt Freshman Black Below 
Kevin Sophomore White Below 
Jason Junior Multiracial Below 
Cedric Sophomore White Average 
Will Freshman Black Below 
Aaron Redshirt Freshman Black Below 
 
Table 2 






























n = 9 
 
Table 4 






















One word to describe the negative elements of your social environment 









n = 8 
 
Table 6 


















































APPENDIX 1: FOOTBALL STUDENT-ATHLETE SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 
GUIDE 
 
1. Tell me about your background. Where are you from? What was your life like before 
coming to college? 
2. Could you describe your experiences in school growing up? How would you describe 
yourself as a student growing up? 
3. Do you remember your high school GPA or test scores? If so, would you mind sharing 
them. 
4. Walk me through your thought process in choosing to commit to play at [Insert School 
Name]. What factors influenced this decision?  
5. How do you measure your success? 
6. What barriers to success have emerged since you have begun attending [Insert School 
Name]? 
a. What has helped you overcome these barriers? 
7. What is your race?  
8. How do you feel your race has impacted your experiences while in college? 
a. Do you feel there are other parts of your identity that have impacted your 
experiences while in college (i.e., First-gen, socio-economic status, etc.)? 
9. Have you ever experienced stereotyping? 
a. If so, by whom? 
10. Please use one word to describe the positive elements of your academic environment. 
Please use one word to describe the negative elements of your academic environment. 
11. Please use one word to describe the positive elements of your social environment. Please 
use one word to describe the negative elements of your social environment. 
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12. Please use one word to describe the positive elements of your cultural environment. 
Please use one word to describe the negative elements of your cultural environment.  
13. When thinking about your college experience, thus far, what do you think the university 
could do better? What do you think the university does well? 
14. If you knew what you know now about the experiences you’ve had, would you still 
choose to come to [Insert School Name]? (Why/why not?)  
15. Can you describe your ideal learning environment? 
16. What similarities does your college environment share with your home environment? 
What differences does your college environment share with your home environment? 
17. On a 10-point scale, ten being the best, how would you rate your overall academic 
experience at [Insert School Name]. 
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